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Figure 1: Dreamland Entrance. N.d. Photograph. Coney Island, NY. Exciting NY. Web. 12 Oct. 2012.

“Fantasy is escapist, and that is its 
glory. If a soldier is imprisoned by the 
enemy, don't we consider it his duty to 
escape?. . .If we value the freedom of 
mind and soul, if we're partisans of 
liberty, then it's our plain duty to 
escape, and to take as many people 
with us as we can!” 
 
 J.R.R. Tolkein
“Fantasy is escapist, and that is its 
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enemy, don't we consider it his duty to 
escape?. . .If we value the freedom of 
mind and soul, if we're partisans of 
liberty, then it's our plain duty to 
escape, and to take as many people 
with us as we can!” 
 
 J.R.R. Tolkein
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If a resort is a space of escape from the city, a space 
of refuge in the hinterlands of the metropolis, then 
how might we escape to the city? 
Midnight City explores the physical and representational 
framework of fantastic architecture as a productive mode for 
architectural and urban design, specifically focusing on the 
nocturnalized city as a space of exaggerated fantasy and escape 
from the mundane of the diurnal.
Figure 2: Moon for London. 2011. Collage. By 
Thomas Greenall. Web. 12 Nov. 2012.
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Introduction
The fantastic, here in this author generated image (see 
Figure 1), presents itself both in the iconic ferris wheel 
and in the elephants, two elements that remind us of 
nostalgic pilgrimages to the heterotopic hinterlands 
of circuses and carnivals. On the other hand, it  may 
be that the fantasitc is represented by the suburban 
American Dream, our fantasy to be both autonomous 
and subordinate, and the grand wheel and the 
elephants are simply mundane theatrics. Perhaps this 
could be, but what if the fantastic presents itself to us 
in the overall image: the dramatic sky, the scale of the 
suburban landscape among the displaced elephants; 
the grandeur and whimsy of elements at odds.  Is the 
fantastic simply a scale issue, or is it something more?  Is 
the fantastic unreal or is it something that can be real? 
And most importantly, what is the fantastic? Is there a 
more appropriate term? These are the questions this 
book attempts to answer.
Figure 3: Author. Untitled. 2012.

Architecture is the realization of fantasy, the 
fantasy of defining a specifically human space 
from that of the “natural” and the “untamed.” 
Utopian visions of architecture and urbanism 
aim to tame mankind, to generate societies of 
perfection.  These visions are often infinitely 
homogeneous, idyllic and at odds with real-
ity.  On the other hand, there is dystopia—
decadent and heterogeneous.  For a utopia or 
dystopia to be believable, or successful, there 
must exist a level of reality. We must be able to 
understand that the vision could exist some-
where, somehow.  
The fantastic is not limited, however, to utopia 
and dystopia.  The fantastic, in fact, only exists 
as an element or quality of these visions.  Mi-
chel Foucault once proposed perhaps another 
level to our interpretations of utopia, dysto-
pia and reality, offering a conception of a real 
utopia in which the utopian vision is physical, 
or there exists a physical, parallel space to the 
space of the utopia that allows for that utopia 
to exist.  Foucault calls this a heterotopia, and 
it is something that happens, it is a space of 
otherness.  It can neither be created nor pre-
scribed by architects.  A heterotoia embodies 
the real and the fantastic simultaneously.
“Things need not have happened to be true. Tales and 
dreams are the shadow-truths that will endure when 
mere facts are dust and ashes, and forgot.”
Neil Gaiman, The Sandman, Volume 3: Dream Country
The importance of the fantastic is its in-hu-
manity (as differentiated from the inhumane 
brutality of late modernism and the human of 
the renaissance humanists).  If it is considered 
that inhuman in itself means non-human in 
both nature and character then an inhuman ar-
chitecture may come to signify an architecture 
that is perhaps beyond the mundane, a char-
acter within itself.  The inhuman does not dis-
regard human scale but rather capitalizes on 
the very minuteness of human scale.  Perhaps 
best demonstrating this concept is the work 
of Étienne-Louis Boullée, more specifically, the 
Cenotaph for Newton in which the human is 
so vastly dwarfed by the fantastic enormity of 
the spherical space within. The fantastic is in-
human in  its grandeur, its monumentality, and 
its decadence. 
  
There are two inherent problems with the fan-
tastic.  The first is that the fantastic lacks inti-
macy and smallness.  The other problem with 
the fantastic is that it lacks dimensionality, 
tangibility.   It is something that is ephemeral, 
existing only in otherness.  That is, the fantastic 
depends on speculation, whether as a glorifi-
cation of antiquity or as a projection of a per-
fect or imperfect future.  
Piranesi’s reimaging of ancient Roman ruins is 
just as fantastic and inhuman as Archizoom’s 
No-Stop City. Both were created in the past but 
one is a reflection and the other a projection. 
Contemporary attempts to create the fantastic 
often result in kitsch pastiches like Disneyland 
and theme restaurants. 
In an attempt to define the fantastic and ex-
plore the image of fantastic architecture as a 
productive mode of architectural genesis, a 
collection of images were collected and and 
analyzed through section, plan, and axon.  It is 
an analysis of the image of fantastic architec-
ture and the physical properties that may al-
low for the image to exist (i.e. what are the ele-
ments in the image that might be expressed in 
plan to generate a specific effect).
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Here, all the images collected are 
organized chronologically and cat-
egorized as utopian, dystopian or 
heterotopian.  Then, each project 
is cross referenced with other im-
ages of the same category as to 
draw connections across time. 
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The collected images are then grouped  by common 
themes of vocabulary.  Connections between images 
and other groupings are made to show cross relations 
to other vocabulary groupings.  
The terms scattered on the opposing 
page were those terms most commonly 
associated with an image, of all the images 
that were collected.  At the moment, they 
exist frameless, without context and without 
relation to one another.
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Author. Untitled. 2012.
A “word wheel” is generated using the terms 
from the previous page as a way to finding 
cross references and related terminology. 
For example, it can be seen that there is a 
linkage between “Urban” and “Fantastic.” 
The “Urban” is not necessarily “Fantastic,” 
which is why the “Urban” can exist on the 
mundane (everyday) hemisphere of the 
wheel.  However, this linkage does indicate 
that possible urbanisms exist that are indeed 
fantastic.
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The four primary coordinates of the word 
wheel were established as the regulating 
axi for this image spatialization.  The 
horizontal axis is a condition of distance, the 
mundane being the everyday, the earthly, 
and the fantastic being the opposite, 
illusive and dream-like.   The vertical axis is 
a condition of scale with smallness at one 
end and bigness at the other.  The images 
were placed (along with their associated 
terminology) a certain distance from the 
axi terms, considering what image is “most-
like” the term each approaches.
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Figure 1: Dreamland Entrance. N.d. Photograph. Coney Island, NY. Exciting NY. Web. 12 Oct. 2012.
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In order to further understand the fantastic, there 
must be an additional layer added to the image 
spatialization.  In addition to the two axi of scale 
and distance, it may be pertinent to overlay 
illumination.  That is, the fantastic, as evidenced 
in the two contrasting images on the previous 
page, cannot be discussed without exploring the 
importance of illumination.  We are typically diurnal, 
it is the everyday.  We work in the light, we live in the 
light.  It is now that the spatialization can be read 
as temporal and cosmological; time based.  The 
fantastic hemisphere is nocturnal and the mundane 
hemisphere is diurnal (but not strictly so).  The night 
has always been the time for dreams and bedtime 
stories.  Perifenalia of the fantastic, at the most 
intimate scale.  It is only natural that the nocturnal 
and the illuminated be fantastic.
Author. Untitled. 2012.
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Interior illumination is expressed in the 
darkness of the nocturnal context.  The 
top two diagrams depict the condition of 
total interior illumination (left) and partial 
illumination (right) and its relation to the 
dark context.  The two lower diagrams 
show the reverse condition at day, no 
interior illumination but the light fromt the 
day intrudes on the exterior space.  It is as 
though the day invades the shaddowed 
interior of the diurnal city and the building’s 
illuminated interior invades the nocturnal 
city; an overlap of interior and exterior.
Figure : Author generated.
Interior illumination, nocturnal exterior Interior illumination and interior 
darkness, nocturnal exterior
No illumination, diurnal exterior No illumination and interior 
illumination, diurnal exterior
Author. Untitled. 2012.
Fantastic
H
er
oi
c
Idealized
Ot
he
rne
ss
Uto
pia
Futuri
stic
Unre
aliza
ble
Kitsch
Shopping M
all
  Them
epark
Su
bl
im
e
Sponteneity
Heterogeneity
Bastardized Gestalt
Phantasmagorical
Realizable
O
pp
ul
an
ce
Gr
an
de
ur
Real Fantasy
Surreal
M
on
um
en
ta
l
Fr
ag
m
en
te
d 
M
et
ro
po
lis
M
et
ro
po
lis
M
et
ac
ity
  C
oll
ag
e C
ity
  Ur
ban
  Cit
y Ar
chip
elag
o
  Eeco
logica
lCcity
  Garden Cit
y
  Homogeneity
suburban
 City of Faith
City as a Machine
Dystopia
Intim
ate
W
him
sy
H
eterotopia of Illusion
Eclecticism
Decadence
M
eg
al
op
ol
is
M
eg
ac
ity
Sm
allness
Mundane
Hum
an
Inh
um
an
Bi
gn
es
s
?
?
The Fantastic
texttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttex
ttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttextte
xttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttextt
exttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttext
texttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttex
ttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttextte
xttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttexttextte
Figure 3: The Entrance of Dreamland, Coney Island.
The entrance to Creation at Dreamland  in the night could 
not better illustrate the fantastic in its entirety.  The image 
(opposite) captures the primary elements of illumination, 
exaggerated scale, and dis ance from the known.  
Author. Untitled. 2012.
Dreamland Entrance. N.d. Photograph. Coney Island, NY. Exciting NY. Web. 12 Oct. 2012.
The fantastic can therefore be defined 
as a combination of drammatic exterior 
illumination (and potentially resulting 
shaddows), exaggerated scale, and an 
element of distance from the known.  That 
is, the fantastic is beyond reality, or at least 
generates the illusion of being beyond 
reality.  This is not to say that the fantastic is 
necessarily unreal, or unbuildable.
The nocturnalized city is escapist, it is a space of exaggerated 
fantasy expressed physically through dramatic illumination, exag-
gerated scale  and an illusory distance from believability.  The night 
provides an escape from the mundane of the diurnal.
Figure : Author generated
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Figure 2: Moon for London. 2011. Collage. By 
Thomas Greenall. Web. 12 Nov. 2012.
The night has always been a kind of escape 
from the day, an unregulated, anti-day for 
the underworld.  The day was for the elite, 
but the night became the space of rampant 
adulescent youth and the underclasses.  “When 
early modern elites, from princes and courtiers 
to town councils and wealthy merchants, 
expanded their authority into the hours after 
sunset they sought to secure and regulate 
this part of the day” by installing artificial 
illumination, in hopes of “[erasing] the line 
between human and beast.” 1    The introduction 
of artificial illumination generated new forms 
of leisure and more time to escape from day 
life.  The nocturnalized city is escapist, it is 
a space of exaggerated fantasy expressed 
physically through dramatic illumination, 
exaggerated scale  and an illusory distance 
from believability.  The night provides an 
escape from the mundane of the diurnal.
1 Koslofsky, Craig. “Colonizing the Urban Night.” 
Evening’s Empire: A History of the Night in Early Modern Europe. 
Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 2011. N. pag. Print.
“There were nights when the Moon was full and 
very, very low, and the tide was so high that the 
Moon missed a ducking in the sea by a hair’s 
breadth…Climb up on the Moon? Of course we 
did. All you had to do was row out to it in a boat 
and, when you were underneath, prop a ladder 
against her and scramble up.”
Italo Calvino, The Distance of the Moon from Cosmicomics, 1965
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